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Dedication

For everyone who ever suspected that happiness
shouldn't require a credit check.
And for the customer service representatives everywhere  
we know you're doing your best.
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This is not a dystopia. Dystopias are messy, violent, obviously wrong. They have uniforms and slogans and someone clearly in charge of the misery. No, this is something far more insidious  a utopia that charges by the month.

What you are about to read is a story about choice. Or rather, the comfortable illusion of choice. The kind where you can pick between three carefully curated options, all of which lead to approximately the same place, but with different branding.

I should warn you: some readers have found this book disturbing. Not because of violence or horror, but because halfway through, they began to suspect that their own happiness might have a subscription fee attached. If you find yourself checking your bank statements with newfound suspicion, I can only apologize.

Actually, no. I'm not going to apologize. Someone should have warned you earlier.

Dr. Adam
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PART I

The Contract
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Chapter One
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The Cheerful Office
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The form asked him how he was feeling, which Marcus thought was a bit much, considering.

He was sitting in a plastic chair that had been ergonomically designed to suggest comfort without actually providing it  the furniture equivalent of a smile that doesn't reach the eyes. Around him, the office hummed with the particular frequency of fluorescent lighting and suppressed screaming. Neither was especially loud. Both were constant.

The walls were painted in what the designers had probably called "Optimistic Beige." It was the color of sand that had given up on ever seeing the ocean again. Motivational posters lined the spaces between windows that looked out onto other windows, each one featuring an eagle or a mountain or an eagle on a mountain, all captioned with words like SYNERGY and BELIEVE and PAYMENT PLANS AVAILABLE.

The word "synergy" had originally meant something about biological cooperation, but had long since been domesticated and put to work in corporate literature, where it now meant absolutely nothing with tremendous enthusiasm.

"Mr. Dent?"

Marcus looked up. A young woman in a blazer the color of institutional hope was smiling at him. Her name tag read JESSICA  LIFE COORDINATOR™, and beneath that, in smaller letters: "Here To Help!" The exclamation mark seemed mandatory.

"Right. Yes. That's me." He stood, realized he was still holding the form, and waved it vaguely. "I haven't finished the  "

"Oh, that's just for our records," Jessica said, still smiling. It was a professional smile, the kind that had been focus-grouped and optimized. "We already have all your information. The form is more of a... psychological checkpoint."

"A what?"

"It helps us assess your emotional baseline." She was already walking. "For calibration purposes."

Marcus followed, because that's what you did when someone in a blazer walked with purpose. The form, he noticed, had thirty-seven questions about his feelings toward success, seventeen about his relationship with his parents, and one, near the bottom, that simply asked: "Do you believe you deserve to be happy? (Check one: Yes / Probably Not / See Terms)."

He hadn't known what to check, so he'd left it blank.

Jessica led him through a maze of cubicles where people typed with the focused intensity of monks transcribing sacred texts. Except instead of illuminated manuscripts, they were processing humanity  births, deaths, marriages, career changes, all flowing through spreadsheets in neat little rows. Somewhere in here, Marcus knew, was a cell with his name in it. His entire existence, reduced to a line item.

The thought should have bothered him more than it did.

"Here we are," Jessica announced, stopping before a frosted glass door. The lettering read: HUMAN EXPERIENCE DEPARTMENT  RENEWALS AND UPGRADES. "Mr. Finch will see you now."

She opened the door and ushered him inside with the practiced efficiency of someone who did this eight hundred times a day and had learned to do it without thinking. Which, Marcus reflected, was probably the point.

The office of Harold Finch  SENIOR LIFE ACCOUNT MANAGER, according to the gold-plated nameplate  was almost aggressively ordinary. There was a desk, a computer, two chairs, and a small potted plant that had the resigned look of something that had stopped hoping for sunlight. On the wall behind the desk hung two certificates: one confirming that Harold Finch had completed the "Excellence in Human Experience Management" program, and another certifying the office as a STRESS-REDUCED ENVIRONMENT™.

Harold himself was a man in his late fifties, with the kind of face that seemed designed to disappear in a crowd. Not unpleasant. Not memorable. Just... present. A face that existed in the passive voice.

"Mr. Dent!" Harold rose, extending a hand. "Please, sit. Coffee? Water? We have a new Contentment Blend that's quite popular."

"Just water, thanks."

Harold pressed a button on his desk, and a moment later, a small panel slid open, revealing a chilled glass of water with a single ice cube. Marcus had no idea how they knew he preferred one ice cube. He decided not to ask.

"So." Harold settled back into his chair, steepling his fingers. "Your contract."

"My contract," Marcus repeated.

"Yes. The Human Experience Agreement. Eighty-seven years, non-refundable." Harold turned his monitor slightly so Marcus could see. "You signed it at birth, of course. Well, your parents signed on your behalf. Standard procedure."

"I'm not sure I understand why I'm here."

Harold's smile flickered  a momentary glitch in the programming. "Ah. Yes. Well, there's been a... situation."

In corporate parlance, "situation" was what happened when "problem" went to finishing school and learned to wear a tie.

"What kind of situation?"

"It seems there was an upgrade applied to your account." Harold clicked something on his computer. "A rather significant upgrade. Premium Life Package. Full emotional spectrum, unlimited potential, enhanced serendipity, the works." He paused. "Did you authorize this?"

"I don't even know what that means."

"Hmm." Harold frowned at the screen. "It says here the upgrade was processed three days ago. Since then, your satisfaction metrics have been... unusual."

"Unusual how?"

"You've been asking questions."

Marcus blinked. "Is that unusual?"

"Mr. Dent." Harold leaned forward, and for a moment, something almost human flickered behind his eyes. "In the past seventy-two hours, you've questioned your career path, your relationship, your morning commute, and the fundamental nature of happiness. Our system flagged you as a Priority Concern."

"Because I asked questions?"

"Because you asked the wrong questions." Harold pulled a document from a drawer  actual paper, which seemed deliberately old-fashioned. "This is your original contract. Basic Human Experience. Steady job, moderate contentment, predictable arc. Peaks at forty-two, gentle decline, comfortable ending. You were scheduled for exactly 2.3 meaningful friendships and one love interest with a 67% compatibility rating."

Marcus stared at the paper. His entire life was outlined there, bullet-pointed and projected. It even had graphs.

"The Premium Package," Harold continued, "was intended for someone else. Someone who... well, someone who matters more. To the system, I mean." He caught himself. "Not that you don't matter. You just matter the standard amount."

"And now?"

"Now you're experiencing life at a level you weren't designed for. You're seeing things. Noticing things." Harold's voice dropped. "The seams, Mr. Dent. You're seeing the seams."

The room was suddenly very quiet. Outside, through the window that looked onto other windows, Marcus could see the late afternoon light catching the edge of a building. It looked, for just a moment, like paper. A prop. A set piece in a play he hadn't auditioned for.

"What do I do?" he heard himself ask.

Harold slid the document across the desk. "You sign the rollback agreement. We'll restore your original settings, adjust your memory, and you'll go back to being perfectly content with your perfectly adequate life. No harm done."

Marcus looked at the paper. There was a line at the bottom for his signature, and beneath it, in small print: "By signing, you acknowledge that satisfaction is a privilege, not a right, and that any feelings of existential discomfort are your own responsibility."

"And if I don't sign?"

Harold's smile returned, but different now. Thinner. "Then you keep the upgrade. But Mr. Dent, I should warn you  the Premium Package wasn't designed for someone with your... infrastructure. You'll start seeing things that most people never see. Things that are easier not to see. The manufacture behind the spontaneity. The algorithm beneath the accident." He paused. "Most people who see too much... well. They don't handle it well."

"What happens to them?"

"They become... irregular." Harold said the word
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